This essay proposes to widen the definition of Miltonic "internationalism" to encompass a much larger world that includes the Far East and South Asia. These distant lands register their presence in Milton's oeuvre often through metaphorical significations that help to communicate the poet-polemicist's republican convictions.
In Paradise Lost, Milton might have focused his attention on the current state of England's political and theological health but that did not prevent him from casting his encyclopedic gaze over the vast expanse of the known world, to as far away as the Middle Kingdom and Mughal India. At first glance, China and India may strike the reader as incidental geopolitical sites captured in Paradise Lost only in passing as the epic poet unfolds the satanic journeying from hell to Eden. On closer consideration, however, one finds that Milton's China and India possess complex cultural significations: associations with the dream of economic possibilities; anxieties relating to early modern European expansionist ambitions in Asia; questioning of the place of "absolutist" theological convictions in a culturally pluralistic world. Even as Milton finds himself grappling with the implications of holy nationhood in the face of the English people's recalcitrant repudiation of God's plans for the establishment of a free England, he finds he must take into account the significance of foreign societies and cultures when interpreting England's political condition at the present time. Milton's interest in China's and India's cultural otherness owes much to what the fact of their difference can spell out (by way of contrast) for the very ideals he has long envisioned for England as God's Christian commonwealth. Even as Milton alludes to China and India to flesh out the terms of his theological understanding and political vision, he finds himself pressured at some level to grapple not so much with what are sorely lacking in these sites of cultural difference as with what some of the strengths and virtues (economic, political, etc.) visible there may reveal about England's particular cultural and political experience.
The international community imprints its presence in Paradise Lost's distinctive listing of place names, a listing that vividly registers the early modern period's deep fascination with geography and cartography. Milton deploys the itinerary of the devil (as he journeys from the gates of hell to Eden) to highlight the existence of various cities, regions, and empires of the world for his reader. In so doing, he infuses his epic representation of the devil's crossing of Chaos with a topical resonance tied to ocean travel in the quest for settling overseas plantations, establishing trade relations with the East, or making diplomatic and political contact with foreign governments. In the epic tradition, travel over water is a controlling metaphor conferring distinctive thematic gravitas-one thinks immediately of Odysseus's homecoming and Aeneas's founding of the new Troy. Read in relation to Homer's Odyssey and Virgil's Aeneid, Milton's Satan is portrayed as the demonic version of the great classical and epic heroes, history's archetypal antagonist of all good defined by his deconstructing and nihilistic energies. Instead of reestablishing social order with a homecoming like Odysseus, Satan returns to hell to encounter the hisses of his followers metamorphosed into serpents. And, as the dark archetype
